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provided on how the specific endpoints selected for the SBERA reflect these generic criteria. In
the absence of the SBERA being reissued, some additional explanation is provided here.

EPA studies of mercury effects in the Sudbury River have, over the years, reflected the state
of research on mercury. In 1994, EPA assembled a number of the top research scientists in the
mercury research field to lead the studies that resulted in the first draft Baseline Ecological Risk
Assessment (BERA), which was completed in 1999. In this time frame mercury was understood
to be primarily an aquatic toxicology issue, with a focus on top predator fish (e.g., Largemouth
Bass) and the birds and mammals that prey on fish (e.g., Common Loon and Mink). The Nyanza
studies from this time period reflect that understanding, and also included benthic invertebrates,
including mayflies and freshwater mussels.

By 2003, when EPA was preparing to finalize the BERA, current research was suggesting
that mercury risk was possible outside the aquatic environment. EPA became aware of research
by Rimmer et al (later published as Rimmer et al, 2005) which presented an early example of
mercury bioaccumulation in a strictly terrestrial bird species. At this time researchers were
starting to study mercury export from aquatic to nearby terrestrial systems. As an example,
insects with aquatic life stages might be consumed by insectivorous birds living adjacent to the
water body. As a result of this recent understanding, marshbird studies were added to the Nyanza
project to evaluate risk to insectivorous birds living in the Great Meadows Natural Wildlife
Refuge (GMNWR) adjacent to the Sudbury River.

In general, assessment endpoint selection for the BERA followed the conventional
assumption that the upper trophic levels (top predators) in any food chain are at highest risk from
mercury. So, EPA included direct measures of exposure to Hooded Mergansers, Kingfishers,
and Mink, all of which consume fish. EPA did not include herbivorous mammals, since plants
are generally very low in mercury and so would be unlikely to transfer dangerous quantities of
mercury to mammals that consume plants. It is worth noting that EPA did not originally intend
to include the Wood Duck as a study species, since the Wood Duck has a diet that is primarily
plant-based. Wood Ducks were captured and studied as “by-catch” because they often inhabited
nesting boxes intended for the Hooded Merganser. As expected, the Wood Duck blood
concentrations were quite low relative to those of the higher-trophic level Hooded Merganser and
Kingfisher. There is ample reason to believe that an herbivorous mammal would likewise have
low mercury tissue levels. Reptiles and amphibians were not included simply because the
scientific literature provides very little information for interpreting tissue levels or dietary risk to
these animals.

Comment 2

o It would be helpful if the SBERA provided one table that summarized the various “lines
of evidence” and types of organisms considered for each reach of the river, because these

vary from reach to reach, depending on the availability of data for the various reaches.
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